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Merlin the enchanter is universally known. He has had the good fortune of becoming a popular figure not only through literary texts but also by way of numerous adaptations for children, comic strips, and films in which he appeared with King Arthur and the knights of the Round Table.

But that does not mean that one really knows this exceptional figure. For the most part, the source of all the adaptations has been the English text of Thomas Malory who, drawing upon various sources, recapitulated in Le Morte d’Arthur, sometimes brilliantly, the great fantastic epic of the Arthurian knights. The text of the version called Lancelot in Prose has been equally useful, particularly in its development of the enchanter’s love affair with the fairy Vivian. We know neither the real person who gave birth to the legend and in whose name we possess poems in the Welsh language, nor the original form of the legend—that of the Wild Man, the man of the forest—that contains all the recollections of an ancient mythology linked to Carnival, to Gargantua, and ultimately, to druidism.

Moreover, confusion has arisen from the different adaptations. Merlin has been considered a simple sorcerer or magician, when in fact we are dealing with a divine representation. Especially among the French public, the belief still exists that Merlin is a character from folklore whose domain is the forest of Paimpont-Brocéliande in Armorican Brittany, when in reality he is a native of the Scottish Lowlands. Having had occasion to write a dramatic text on the forest of Brocéliande for French televisions1, and having myself played the role of Merlin in this evocation, I was struck by the ignorance of our contemporaries as to the precise role and significance of this fabulous (in the proper sense of the word) figure who far surpasses the amusing profile that we are sometimes offered.

Indeed, Merlin is often considered to be an entertainer, a joker who passes his time playing tricks on others and who, one day, falls victim to female perfidy, allowing us to draw conclusions of a moral nature such as: “woman is more cunning than the devil,” or “the shrewdest man always finds someone shrewder than himself.” In these circumstances, it must be said, Merlin the enchanter can hardly be distinguished from those magicians of comedy who are seen hovering about in many animated cartoons. Merlin, however, represents something very different, and—no play on words intended—he is a terribly spellbinding character for those who want to know his ultimate essence.

This is why I believed it necessary to present an image of Merlin that, without being definitive, aimed to be as complete as possible. To accomplish this, it was sufficient to refer to the oldest and most characteristic texts that relate his adventures. Starting from that point, it was possible to go into greater depth and while analyzing the personage, proceed with the necessary cross-checking and comparisons.

For Merlin was not an isolated case in the great wave of legends that arose from the Middle Ages. Actually, he belongs to no particular time or era if one considers only the legendary figure. Following history closely, however, we find that he lived in the sixth century among the Britons of the north—that is, the Celtic peoples settled in the present Lowlands around Glasgow, authentic Britons who fought to preserve their independence in the presence of the Saxon invaders. How did this actual history, which later fell prey to legend and was embellished by mythological additions, cross the ocean? And how did it become localized in Armorican Brittany, halfway between Rennes and Vannes, in the last vestiges of the immense forest that once covered the entire center of the Armorican peninsula? The explanation is simple. First of all, there are political reasons. When the Plantagenets dominated Britain and a portion of present-day France and aspired to extend their empire over all of occidental Europe, they had a need for mythic support. Faced with the chansons de geste, the letters patent of nobility of the Capetians, they wished to develop the legend of a King Arthur, master of Great and Little Britain, glorious conqueror of the continent. And was not Merlin the counselor of King Arthur? And second, with relations between Great Britain and Armorican Brittany as continual in the Middle Ages as they were in ancient times, and the British language nothing more than a variation of the Welsh or the Cornish languages (also the inheritors of ancient Brythonic), traditions moved back and forth across the English Channel. It is utterly logical to find identical or analogous mythological and legendary themes in one or the other region. The absence of such confluence would be astonishing.

It was necessary, therefore, to place Merlin in a historical context and at the same time in the literary, cultural, and political context of the elaboration of his legend. Thus were drawn the principal features of the character of one of the most famous figures of tradition. Merlin is, indeed, unique and multiple: he is the enchanter, of course, but he is also the prophet. What is less well known is that he is also the madman of the forest, the Wild Man, the master of animals, the sage par excellence, who succeeds in rediscovering the purity of mythical times when humans lived in peace with the lower orders, the mythical times of the Golden Age or of biblical Eden.

The figure of Merlin lends itself to numerous commentaries. He interests us not only from an archaeological or literary point of view, or from the point of view of a dilettante, but also and particularly from the philosophical point of view. He represents, in fact, a certain conception of the world and of life. His behavior might be the exemplary model for those who in the twentieth century are endeavoring to reconcile man and nature. By taking refuge in the heart of the forest, or by agreeing to go to the invisible prison of the fairy Vivian, Merlin withdraws completely. He separates himself from the society of his time and affirms his discovery of a new reality, a new alliance. From this it is evident that Merlin, who is taken for a madman, is in fact a sage. Furthermore, he has also acquired a knowledge of the language of animals, a knowledge given only to rare initiates in our time, although it was formerly common, as the popular tales of the oral tradition of our countrysides confirm. When we know the language of animals we can make a pact with them. Moreover, we are able to understand the mysterious language of nature, to know what it is that nature expects of us. For nature does speak to us. But in our industrial civilization, based totally upon logic, science, and profit, and in our urban civilization completely cut off from its essential roots, which are, however, the source of humanity, we no longer know how to listen to nature, no doubt because we no longer understand her language.

Merlin knows this language. Is Merlin an ecologist? Without any doubt. He knows that the world can continue to exist only if the connections between beings and things, delicate connections in an equilibrium that is constantly being challenged, are fully respected. For this reason it is good to evoke Merlin and to have him tell us, in very simple words, which roads lead to the future. He is a prophet and can, in a certain sense, show us what our human condition can be if we are able to rid ourselves of the consequences of our pride in wanting to rule the world. Is he a magician? Without any doubt, but an authentic magician who teaches all of our contemporaries that the ways of wisdom are perilous and that often they behave like apprentice sorcerers, not to say charlatans.

Merlin is also spirit. And whether we like it or not, spirit, regardless of what we intend by the term, controls our actions and the outcome of history. It is up to us to distinguish the real, concealed in the depths of lakes, or in forests.

If one spends an evening in the forest of Brocéliande, one sometimes hears strange echoes among the trees. Skeptics will say that it is the wind singing in the branches. Others will say that it is, perhaps, Merlin’s voice pointing out to us the great road of human adventure.
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THE LITERARY TEXTS
(TWELFTH TO SIXTEENTH CENTURIES)

Chronologically, the oldest text that mentions the Latin name of Merlinus, corresponding to the French Merlin and the Welsh Myrddin, is a curious work dating from 1132: the Vita Merlini of Geoffrey of Monmouth, who was an erudite, latinized Welshman in the sphere of influence of the dukes of Normandy and, later, that of the Plantagenets, who had become kings of England. It is in verse form and is rather disjointed, a compilation of diverse elements probably borrowed from oral traditions concerning a bard-prophet thought to have lived in the second half of the sixth century, that is, fifty years after the famous King Arthur.

In fact, there is nothing Arthurian in this text. It deals only with those we call the Britons of the north, also known as the Britons who were established in the kingdom of Strathclyde, in present-day Scotland. They were the descendants of those British tribes that the imperial Roman government had settled in the frontier zones of the north to protect the island of Britain from the Picts, inhabitants of northern Scotland who made frequent incursions into the imperial territory and ravaged everything in their path. These British tribes had remained much more Celtic than those in the south and the west of the island, who had been slightly Romanized.1 After the fall of the Roman empire, and even after the Roman troops had left the British Isles, the Britons of the north had been the soul of recelticization and had played a considerable role in British national awareness and in the battle against the invading Saxons, Angles, Frisians, Picts, and Gaels. But this had not happened without internal rifts, and the Vita Merlini, like the vaguely historic traditions about the bard Myrddin, echoes the implacable wars between the Britons on the Roman side, ready to perpetuate the empire for their own reasons, and the independent Britons, ready to ally themselves with the Saxons and the Picts in order to eliminate all Roman influence.2

But insofar as the Vita Merlini is a compilation written in verse by a scholar, one finds in it both a very clear intent toward logical simplification and an abundance of details whose origin remains obscure. Are these oral traditions? Are they folktales? Are they historical fragments? We do not know. Certainly the mythological part is important in this Life of Merlin, and at first glance, these references have no connection with the legend that was related to us in the romances of the Round Table.

Indeed, Merlin does not possess the characteristics of magician and enchanter that are readily accorded him in the Arthurian epic. He is at once the prophet, the solitary who lives in the woods, and the bastard child who knows the first principles of the world. He seems to be much more archaic in the Vita Merlini than in the courtly versions for which he is more widely known. He appears as if sprung from the night of time, his essential character that of the wild man restored to the primitive condition at the dawn of humanity, when beasts and humans understood each other, when he whom the Latins called Saturn reigned as the king of the Golden Age, the king of a paradise lost through the fault of men. This is why Geoffrey of Monmouth’s text is fundamental even if it upsets the general view of Merlin the enchanter. It is the image of Merlin before his transformation. Paradoxically, it was Geoffrey of Monmouth himself who, some years later, effected this metamorphosis.

THE LIFE OF MERLIN

“Merlin the Briton was celebrated in the world. He was king and prophet. He was the lawgiver for the proud people of Demetae [Dyved, in Wales] and foretold the future for their leaders. Nevertheless it came to pass that several of them quarreled over the kingdom and there was a merciless war during which numerous cities were destroyed. Peredur, the leader of the Venedotians [Gwynedd, in the northwest of Wales], warred against Guennolus [Gwendoleu], who reigned in Scotia. Merlin came to combat Peredur and also Rodarcus [Rydderch Hael], king of Cumbria [Cymru, or Wales], both of them cruel. Three of the chief’s brothers . . . fell and perished . . . having witnessed that, Merlin was filled with grief and pain and left the war party.” Merlin then flees to the forest of Caledonia (Kelyddon in the south of Scotland)3 and commences to live like a wild beast.

In the forest, Merlin laments his destitution and the rigors of winter. A traveler recognizes him and informs Merlin’s sister, the young Ganieda (Gwendydd), who is the wife of King Rodarcus. Ganieda sends one of her servants to play the cithara in order to charm her brother and bring him back to the court. The servant discovers Merlin near a fountain.4 He then captivates him with music and Merlin allows himself to be led to the court of Rodarcus. He is welcomed with kindness. But at the sight of so many people his madness takes hold of him again, and once more he escapes to the forest. Rodarcus goes to find him and begs him to return. As Merlin refuses to hear of it, the king has him put in chains and brought back forcibly.

One day Queen Ganieda comes to her husband, who removes a leaf caught in her hair. Merlin, observing the scene, begins to laugh. The king asks him the reason for his laughter, but Merlin refuses to speak. After long discussions, Rodarcus promises to set him free if he speaks. Merlin then explains to him that the leaf came from a tree under which she had just met her lover.5 Rodarcus does not know what to think. In order to dispel suspicion, Ganieda claims that her brother is mad and suggests that his alleged gift of clairvoyance be tested. The same child is shown to him three times in succession, and each time Merlin is asked to explain how the child will die. Merlin gives three different answers: “The child will die in a fall from a rock; he will die in a tree; he will die in a river.” It appears that Merlin’s madness has been proven. The king is reassured and frees Merlin, who hastens back to the forest. Before leaving he even consents to allow his own wife, Guendoloena (Gwendolyn) to remarry whomever she chooses. But there are certain conditions to his consent: the new husband must never meet Merlin. He must always avoid his path. And on the day of the wedding, Merlin will come bringing gifts for Guendoloena.

Now, the child whose death Merlin had predicted in three different fashions falls on a rock in a chasm while chasing a stag, drowns in a river, and is caught and held by a tree branch. The king begins to think that Merlin is not mad and that his wife is concealing certain things from him. Merlin, however, learns by observing the stars that King Conan (Cynan) will succeed King Constantin (Cystennin)6 and that Guendoloena is going to marry again. The next day, mounted on a stag and driving before him a herd of stags and deer, he appears in front of the house where the marriage is to take place. He calls to Guendoloena. She comes to the window and is amused to see Merlin astride a stag. But her fiancé also appears at the window, thus disobeying the interdiction. Merlin tears out an antler of the stag he is riding and hurls it at the fiancé, breaking his skull.7 Then, still riding his strange mount, he returns to the forest.

But while crossing a torrent, Merlin loses his balance and falls into the water. Rodarcus’s servants, who were following him, bring him back to the court. Ganieda has her brother watched day and night hut, continually haunted by his desire to live in the forest, he falls into melancholy and ceases to eat and drink. Then one day he sees a seated beggar in front of the palace gate and begins to laugh. He also laughs upon seeing a young man buy a pair of shoes with extra pieces for mending them. Rodarcus asks him why he laughed. Once again, in exchange for his freedom, Merlin consents to reply: the beggar did not know that he was sitting on top of a treasure, nor the young man that he would die a few moments later. Merlin’s assertions are examined and proven accurate. He leaves for the forest.

Ganieda, however, has made him agree to live in a certain amount of comfort. She has a group of houses built for him, for she herself intends to spend some time near her brother. Not far away and somewhat isolated will be Merlin’s abode, with seventy doors and seventy windows enabling him to observe the stars. It is in this house that Merlin will live for the winter months. In the summer he will roam in the woods with a gray wolf.8 Seventy scribes will collect his prophecies on the future of Britain.9


In his sister’s presence, Merlin foretells future events. Then he announces that Rodarcus is dead and orders Ganieda to go deliver the elegy at her husband’s funeral and afterwards to bring back to him Thelgesinus (the bard Taliesin), who should have returned from Armorica where he had been studying at the hermitage of Gildas.10 Ganieda obeys. She does indeed return with Thelgesinus and decides to remain with her brother. Thelgesinus gives Merlin a lengthy report on what he has seen, particularly concerning the island of Avalon, here called the Insula Pomorum. “The Isle of Apple Trees, or of Apples [literally, ‘of fruits’] is also called ‘Blessed Isle’ because all its vegetation is natural. . . . The people there live for a hundred years and more. It is ruled by nine sisters under a system of benign laws to which visitors coming from our regions are introduced. Of these nine sisters, one surpasses the others in beauty and power. Her name is Morgen [Morgan] and she teaches the uses of plants and how to cure sickness. She knows the art of changing one’s appearance and of flying through the air with the aid of wings, like Daedalus.11 . . . It is there that, after the battle of Camblan [Camlann], we took the wounded Arthur on the ship Barintho,12 guided by the waves and the stars. . . . She had the king carried to a golden couch in her chamber and carefully laid bare his wound. She watched over him for a long time, finally saying that he could recover his health if he remained on the island with her and was willing to accept her treatments.”13

Merlin and Thelgesinus both deplore the unhappy fate of Britain since Arthur’s disappearance. Thelgesinus suggests sending a messenger to Avalon to find out if the king has recovered and if it is possible to bring him back. Merlin replies that the time has not yet arrived when King Arthur will be able to reunite Britain, Ireland, and Scotland with Armorica. Merlin is then told that a new spring has just gushed forth nearby. He tastes of the water and immediately regains his sanity.14 After thanking his creator he asks Thelgesinus to explain to him the origin of this water. Thelgesinus answers with a long and difficult dissertation.15 Meanwhile, the news of Merlin’s recovery spreads throughout the country. He is pressured to reassume his place in society and to become king again, but refuses, saying that he is too old. He prefers to remain in the forest. One day a raving madman comes to Merlin, who recognizes him as an old friend named Maeldin. One time, in the course of a hunt, he had drunk from a fountain poisoned by a woman who was jealous of Merlin and wanted revenge. But Merlin had not drunk the water. Now he leads Maeldin to the fountain and has him drink the miraculous water. Maeldin recovers his sanity, he and Taliesin decide to renounce the world and join Merlin. Ganieda allies herself with them and is then seized by prophetic frenzy. Merlin declares that he will never again make prophecies, but will remain silent now that his sister has the gift of clairvoyance, a gift more powerful than his.

It is clear that the Vita Merlini is not in fact a biography of its central character. His origins are unknown. The author limits himself to saying that he was king; and the work encompasses only a part of his life, the part in which he becomes the “madman of the forest.” This is, in short, the same image as that of the Christian hermit, but unlike the romances of the Round Table, the Christian context is very tenuous in the Vita Merlini, on the contrary, it appears that pagan elements, those prior to Christianity, predominate greatly, although Geo ffrey of Monmouth does not systematically emphasize them. And then, despite geographical confusion, it seems that Merlin’s retreat is in the forest of Kelyddon among the Britons of the north. The manner in which Geoffrey, as a good Welshman, scatters references to Wales is somewhat false.

It is completely different in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s major work, the Historia Regum Britanniae, written about 1135, which assured his renown. The many manuscripts of this work, its numerous translations in the Welsh language entitled Brut y Brenhinedd (or Brut des Rois, from Brutus, the name of the mythical ancestor of the Britons) attest to its immediate success. And thanks to an adaptation in 1155 entitled Roman de Brut by Robert Wace, a Norman, Geoffrey’s work invaded the European continent and became one of the basic sources for the creation of the romances of the Round Table. For the Historia is the first literary—and clerical—text to present in coherent fashion the legend of King Arthur; without repeating the errors of judgment of scholars at the beginning of the twentieth century, who saw in Geoffrey the only source of Arthurian literature, one must admit that he played a decisive role in the creation of the epic cycle sometimes called the British romances.


The Historia Regum Brittaniae is ambitious: it is truly a “History of the Kings of Britain” from its origins to the post-Arthurian periods corresponding to the definitive victory of the Saxons over the British. Geoffrey claims that in order to do this, he translated a manuscript dealing with this subject from the British language into Latin.16 It had long been believed that this assertion was only a trick designed to give more credence to his text, but in view of later research based on certain allusions found in other medieval works in Great Britain and on the continent, it appears that Geoffrey is telling the truth. It is true, at least, that Geoffrey did not make use of one manuscript but of several, and of different sources, now unfortunately lost, which represented the most authentic traditions concerning the history of the Britons. The only remaining problem is the part played by Geoffrey’s personal creation. When he traces the Britons to Brutus, descendant of Aeneas and therefore of the Trojans, he wants, by means of this literary trick, to give letters patent of nobility to his people, placing them on an equal footing with the Romans. But was this his idea? Was he the first to have the audacity to incorporate the legend of Merlin into the adventures of King Arthur?

In any case, at the time, the Historia Regum Brittaniae responded to a need. It was the fashion almost everywhere to write the national history of a people, and if documentation was lacking one invented it. It was necessary to trace the antiquity of the people in question very far back and to glorify it. Wales, last remnant of the vast British island empire, had to struggle against Anglo-Norman encroachments. To introduce deeds that proved the specificity and the value of the inhabitants was an effective means of combat. Had not the same thing been done in the same era in Ireland, where the famous Lebor Gabala, or “Books of Conquest,” compiled in the Gaelic tongue by clerics, proposed to clarify all the obscure points of the history of the Gaels? And we must not forget the cultural policy of the Anglo-Norman sovereigns: in incessant combat with the Capetian dynasty, heir to the great figure of Charlemagne—a figure embellished by the chansons de geste—they needed an equivalent island tradition to justify their presence and rights, and did all they could to put forward a figure no less glorious than King Arthur. The Plantagenet Henry II would also inspire creation and diffusion of Arthurian romances, a not insignificant cause of the extraordinary spell cast upon twelfth-century Europe by the Arthurian theme.


It is in this context that the Merlin of Geoffrey of Monmouth appears in the Historia Regum Britanniae. He is already very different from the Merlin of the Vita. In fact, one does not feel that it is the same person. Here it is no longer the “madman of the forest” but the child who speaks—the soothsayer, the magician, even the demiurge. He is already the enchanter, just as he will appear in the French romances of the Round Table. Integrated into the great Arthurian ensemble, Merlin takes on a completely different dimension. Is this what Geoffrey wanted? It doesn’t matter: it is a fact. Merlin the enchanter is now established and brought to life before us, the result of various symbioses born, perhaps, of heterogeneous traditions but unique and significant by reason of his mysterious aura.

HISTORY OF THE KINGS OF BRITAIN

After the death of the British chieftain King Constantine the Blessed (Cystennin Vendigeit), Vortigern (Gwrtheyrn, or “Great King,” evidently a surname) usurps power and becomes king, while the two heirs, Aurelius Ambrosius (Emrys Gwledig) and Uther Pendragon, are forced to take refuge in Armorica. Vortigern allies himself with the Saxons and becomes the son-in-law of Hengist, chief of the Saxons. But the Saxons grow ever greedier, and in order to save his life Vortigern must cede more land to them each day. He escapes from a conspiracy during which the Saxons kill many British chieftains and flees to Wales, where he wishes to have an impregnable fortress built.

He chooses Mount Eriri (Snowdon) as the site, but each day the work done on the preceding day regularly crumbles to the ground. Vortigern summons his magi17 and asks them what he must do. They reply that he must find a fatherless child and mix his blood with the mortar.18 The foundations will then be solid. Vortigern sends his messengers to seek a child with no father. They come to Carmarthen (Kaermerddin),19 where they witness a dispute between two children, one of whom calls the other a bastard. They make inquiries, this child, Merlin, is the son of the daughter of the king of the Demetae (the land of Dyved in the south of Wales), she is a convent nun. They bring the child and his mother to King Vortigern.


The king, most respectful of the daughter of the king of the Demetae, asks her for proof of Merlin’s illegitimacy. She answers: “Upon his soul and mine, my lord king, never have I known a man who impregnated me. I know only one thing: when I was with my companions, resting in my chamber, there often appeared to me a most handsome young man. He would take me in his arms and kiss me on the mouth. After a few moments he would disappear, and I saw nothing more of him. Also, when I was alone somewhere, he often came to speak to me but I never saw him. And when he had visited me in this way for a long time, he often made love to me in the guise of a man, with the result that he made me pregnant.” Vortigern then summons a wise man and inquires of him if such a thing is possible. The wise man replies: “I have read in the books of our philosophers and in numerous histories that many men were conceived in this way. As Apuleius maintained, concerning the god of Socrates, there are between the earth and the moon, certain spirits whom we call incubi.20 They have elements of both human and angelic nature and, when it pleases them, they assume human form and have relations with women.”

Vortigern then has the child brought to him. It is learned that his full name is “Merlinus Ambrosius.”21 Merlin confronts the magi and accuses them of lying. He reveals that on the site where the fortress is to be constructed there is a subterranean lake, and that in this lake two dragons are fighting, thereby knocking down the foundations that are being built. Vortigern orders the ground dug up and the dragons are found. One is white, and is at first the victor. The other is red, and forces the white one to retreat.22 Vortigern demands that Merlin explain all this. Merlin immediately dissolves in tears, falls into a prophetic trance,23 and speaks as follows: “Woe to the Red Dragon, for he is approaching his end. His cave will be completely occupied by the White Dragon, who represents the Saxons whom you have brought to this land. The Red Dragon represents the Britons who will be subjugated by the White Dragon, for the mountains and valleys of Britain shall be leveled, and the torrents in the valleys shall run with blood . . .” Merlin continues prophesying in this vein, which is an inspired lyric flight in a rather remarkable style. He symbolically predicts Britain’s misfortunes and the attempts it will make to cast off the yoke of the invaders. He also predicts that a wild boar will come from Cornwall to fight effectively against the enemies of the Britons. This could be an allusion to Arthur, but there are many other elements in these pages of verbal delirium that could refer to various persons and events. The whole thing ends with a grandiose sidereal eclipse in which Merlin, addressing Vortigern personally, advises him of his tragic fate and of the imminent return of Ambrosius and Uther Pendragon.24

Indeed, Aurelius Ambrosius, coming from Armorica, does land on the island of Britain. All the Britons rally to him. Ambrosius attacks the Saxons and pursues Vortigern, who takes refuge in a fortress that is then set on fire. The usurper perishes with his entire family.25 Then Ambrosius, conqueror of the Saxons, reestablishes peace everywhere.26 He wants to erect a monument to the memory of the four hundred Briton chiefs traitorously massacred by the Saxons on Salisbury Plain. Not knowing how to undertake this, he sends for Merlin, whom his messengers find living near the fountain of Galabes.27

When Merlin has been brought before him, Ambrosius asks him to predict the future. Merlin refuses, for in his opinion it is not the moment to reveal things of that nature. Instead, he gives his opinion of the monument planned by Ambrosius: “If you wish to honor the dead by an everlasting tomb, send messengers to the Circle of Giants on the mountain of Cillara in Ireland. In that place are stones that no one in these times can assemble, except by ingenious art. They are large stones that have no equal. Let them be arranged in a circle in that place, and they will last forever.” The king is astonished that it is necessary to go so far to find stones when there are so many in the island of Britain. Merlin then adds: “They are mystical stones endowed with various curative powers. In the past the Giants brought them from the heart of Africa to Ireland where they lived. They put them in their baths and thus were all their illnesses cured. They also mixed them with poultices of plants to heal their wounds.”28


Ambrosius sends Merlin to Ireland with an army led by his brother, Uther Pendragon. After defeating the king of Ireland, who opposed the idea of the Britons taking the stones, they attempt to move the blocks under the somewhat mocking eye of Merlin. As they are unsuccessful, in the end Merlin uses his magic29 to transport the stones to the ships and so to Britain. There, thanks to his magic spells, they are placed in the desired site,30 King Ambrosius commands great feasts to be given to mark the occasion.

The Saxons, however, attack again with the support of Pascen, one of the sons of Vortigern. Uther Pendragon prepares to go into battle against Pascen with the aid of Merlin’s counsel. But during this time a Saxon succeeds in giving Aurelius Ambrosius a poisoned drink, and Ambrosius dies. A star then appears in the sky and Merlin declares that the king is dead but that Uther must fight his enemies, for he will be victorious. Indeed, Pascen and the Saxons are defeated. Uther has his brother buried and becomes king. He once again takes up the war against the Saxons and their allies.

One day when he is in the fortress of Tintagel,31 held by Gorlois, duke of Cornwall, Uther Pendragon notices the duke’s wife, the beautiful Ingerna (Eigyr in Welsh, Ygerne in French), with whom he falls madly in love. He attemps in vain to obtain the duchess’s favors; nothing works. He is in despair. Gorlois, who has observed the situation, quarrels with Uther and declares war on him. He imprisons his wife in the citadel of Tintagel and removes himself to another castle.

King Uther is increasingly devoured by passion. He appeals for help to Merlin who, through magic, transforms Uther’s appearance and gives him the countenance of Gorlois. He also transforms Ulfin, Uther’s companion, into a companion of the duke, and changes himself into a certain Britaelis, a Cornishman. Thus Uther Pendragon can pass the night serenely in the castle of Tintagel with the beautiful Ingerna, who suspects nothing. “That night she conceived Arthur, the most famous of men, who later gained great fame for his bravery.” Moreover, everything goes smoothly for Uther, for a short time later Gorlois dies in battle. The king can marry Ingerna, who will give him two children, Arthur and Anna. And Merlin disappears completely from the rest of the narrative.32


The character of Merlin the enchanter is now launched even though Geoffrey never revealed to us what became of his hero. Perhaps he thought that, after all, he had said enough about him in his Vita Merlini. In any case, starting with anecdotes recounted in the Historia, the romancers of the twelfth century would embroider a grand tapestry of this figure, no doubt utilizing historic or legendary elements different from those to which Geoffrey had access.

It is one Robert de Boron who appears to have contributed most to the expansion of the legend of Merlin. Robert de Boron was a cleric who came from the area of Montbéliard and lived in Great Britain around the year 1200. He must have frequented the court of the Plantagenets, where the Celtic legends inspired him to create a work that probably was quite grandiose but of which a large part, unfortunately for us, has been lost. All that is left to us is the romance in verse of the Histoire du Saint-Graal, and some fragments, also in verse, of an account of one “Merlin.” But it is thought that his Merlin was subsequently adapted in prose, perhaps by himself, and incorporated in the Arthurian ensemble known as the Lancelot in Prose. Robert de Boron represents a tradition decidedly influenced by Christianity and for him the Holy Grail remains the keystone of the entire epic of the knights of the Round Table. it is equally possible that certain subsequent texts such as the Didot Perceval and the romance called the Huth Merlin are more or less faithful adaptations of Robert de Boron’s primitive work, at least of his Merlin and his Perceval. In any event, neither in Geoffrey of Monmouth in 1135, his French adapter Robert Wace in 1155, nor in Robert de Boron, around 1200, do we find the slightest allusion to Merlin in the famous romances of the Round Table. Neither Chrétien de Troyes, though he launched the theme of the Grail and integrated the character of Lancelot of the Lake33 into the Arthurian complex, nor his followers in Perceval mentioned Merlin’s name, which after all is rather surprising in view of his subsequent success.

It is, then, in Lancelot in Prose,34 that vast Arthurian epic from about 1230, that Merlin reappears. This time, the legend seems to be complete. Its diverse elements have been amalgamated and there appears to be a connection between the child who speaks, the bard-prophet, and the madman of the forest. It is obviously the best-known version of the legend and the most popularized by modern adaptations, films, and even comic strips. Nevertheless, even in its apparent clarity it poses numerous problems that cannot always be resolved, and it presents very old Celtic elements under a respectable veneer necessary in a society where Christianity cannot be debated.

THE LANCELOT IN PROSE
(THE STORY OF MERLIN)

Furious at the sight of Jesus come to save souls from hell, Satan decides to send to earth an Antichrist who will be born of a devil and a woman. He chooses for his scheme a most pure maiden in whom he provokes langorous dreams. An orphan, she speaks of these dreams to her confessor. The priest advises her never to go to sleep without a light near her bed, for “the devil does not willingly come where there is light.” Then one night, remembering the death of her parents, she despairs, weeps, and forgets to light the lamp. “The devil was very pleased. He assumed his human form and, while she slept, he came to her and had carnal knowledge of her.” Upon awakening, the young woman realizes what has happened. She goes to her confessor, who gives her absolution on condition that she “eat only once on Friday and abstain from all lust except for that which comes in sleep and which no one can guard against. She promised him. The devil understood that he had lost and was very angry.”

It soon becomes obvious, however, that she is pregnant. According to the custom of the time she must be judged and condemned for not knowing the father of her child, unless she becomes a prostitute. Since she refuses to prostitute herself, she is locked up in a tower. She gives birth there to a boy “hairier than any newborn child has ever been” and whom she has baptized Merlin, the name of her maternal grandfather. One day as she is lamenting, the child begins to speak to her and console her. She is so frightened that she cries out. She is taken before the judge, who is ready to condemn her, when Merlin begins to speak, saying to the judge: “I know my father better than you know yours.” The man demands an explanation and sends for his own mother. Upset by Merlin, she finally admits that the judge is the son of a priest. The judge forgives his mother and releases Merlin’s mother, who will go to a convent. But first Merlin explains whose son he is: “Know that I am the son of an enemy who deceived my mother. And know that these enemies are called incubi and live in the air. God has permitted their knowledge and their memory to be instilled in me and, like them, I know all that is done and said and has happened. But in addition, because of the goodness of my mother, because of her repentance and penitence, Our Lord has also allowed me to know the future.”35

A little later, King Vortigern orders an impregnable tower to be built so that he can take refuge there when Uther Pendragon, whose throne he has usurped, returns. But as the tower is built, it collapses. The scholars and astronomers of his court deliberate about the phenomenon and announce that “the blood of a seven-year-old fatherless child” must be mixed with the mortar.

Messengers are sent to look for this child. They discover Merlin who, knowing all, follows them without hesitation. In Vortigern’s presence he explains that there are two dragons under the tower. After an excavation ordered by Vortigern, two dragons, red and white, are found fighting. The white dragon is wounded, but before dying he burns the red dragon with his flaming breath. When the king asks him the meaning of this battle, Merlin replies: “The red dragon represents you and the white dragon the son of King Constant (Uther), whom you robbed of his inheritance. If the two dragons fought at great length it is because you have held the kingdom for a long time. If the white one set fire to the red one it is because Uther Pendragon will have you burned.”36 Indeed, Uther lands in Great Britain several days later. The Britons rally to his side and attack Vortigern, who is consumed by fire in his fortress.

Once he has become king, Uther Pendragon wants to meet Merlin and sends messengers to seek him. In a forest they find Merlin in the guise of a woodcutter with a very long beard, who tells them, allegedly in Merlin’s name, that he will not go to see the king, who must take the trouble to come to him. Uther comes to the forest, where Merlin appears to him in the shape of a deformed shepherd. When the shepherd is urged to lead the king to Merlin, he assumes the aspect of a young man. “The king was overjoyed and desired to take him to his court. But he refused, for he was very wise.37 He assured the king, however, that he would assist him with all of his power.” In fact, Merlin helps Uther defeat the “very wicked pagans,” that is, the Saxons, and establishes the famous monument of Stonehenge whose stones he has caused to be brought from Ireland.

One day when Uther is holding court at Carduel, in Wales, he falls in love with the beautiful Ygern, wife of the duke of Cornwall, Hoël of Tintagel. The duchess spurns Uther’s advances and the duke, furious, withdraws to his lands. Uther lays siege to Tintagel, allegedly to avenge the affront inflicted upon him by the duke in abruptly taking leave of his court. As he is still madly in love, however, Merlin, by means of magic, arranges for him to spend the night with Ygern in the guise of Hoël, while he himself takes on the appearance of the knight Bretel. Shortly thereafter, Duke Hoël is slain. Uther Pendragon weds the beautiful Ygern, but as he cannot reveal to her what happened and as Merlin has made him swear to bestow a gift upon him, he gives the enchanter the infant who was conceived the night he pretended to be Hoël. This child is the future Arthur. After giving him into the care of a wise knight, Antor, who already has a son named Kay, Merlin returns to the forest.

Uther Pendragon dies sixteen years later, two years after Ygern.38 Following Merlin’s advice, the barons meet on Christmas Day to choose a new king. Leaving mass, they notice a large cut stone and on it an iron anvil in which a sword is embedded up to its hilt. Beneath it are written these words: “He who removes this sword will be the king chosen by Jesus Christ.” The barons try in vain to pull out the sword. Some days later Arthur and Kay pass by the anvil. Arthur pulls out the sword, which is seized by Kay. Old Antor understands Kay’s boastfulness and has the sword returned to its place by Arthur. On New Year’s Day in front of all the barons Arthur removes the sword, which is called Excalibur, “which in Hebrew means cuts iron and steel.”39 Despite the reluctance of the barons regarding this unknown young man, Arthur is crowned king. However much Merlin proclaims the truth, the barons rebel against the idea that Arthur is Uther’s son. Fortunately, thanks to Merlin’s magic and Arthur’s valor, the recalcitrant barons make amends and ally themselves with Arthur before the Saxon menace. Merlin has King Ban and King Bohort of Little Britain brought to Arthur, and promises the king’s aid to King Léodagan in his battles with his neighbor, King Claudas, who has rendered homage to Julius Caesar, emperor of Rome. And Merlin himself goes into the forest of Romany.

In Rome the emperor Julius Caesar has a very lecherous wife who is attended by twelve pages dressed like girls. Then a young girl named Avenable, who is disguised as a boy, arrives and becomes the emperor’s seneschal. One night the emperor has a dream which he cannot explain. On the following day a serf comes to the city and, kneeling before the emperor, speaks to him: “You will find no one but the Wild Man to explain your vision.” The serf disappears. The emperor then promises his daughter to the man who finds either the serf or the Wild Man. The seneschal, who calls himself Grisandole,40 is lucky enough to be able to summon the Wild Man, who, when he is before the emperor and his barons, bursts into laughter at the sight of the empress and her make-believe young ladies, and also when he looks at Grisandole. Then he explains the truth. All ends well, the emperor will marry Avenable-Grisandole. Before departing the Wild Man he writes these words “in Hebrew letters”: “Know that the great antlered stag who was hunted in Rome, as well as the Wild Man who interpreted the emperor’s dream, was Merlin, the prime councillor of King Arthur of Britain.” Meanwhile, King Arthur repulses a coalition of Gauls, Romans, and Germans.41 He falls in love with young Guinevere, daughter of Léodagan. On the advice of Merlin, he returns to the island of Britain to aid the rebellious kings who are fighting the Saxons. Then Merlin leaves for the forest of Brocéliande, “the most pleasant in the world, high, resonant, with good hunting, full of does, stags, and deer.” By a fountain42 there he meets young Vivian, daughter of a nobleman.43 He falls in love with her at once, and appears to her in the guise of a young man. He pretends to be a wandering manservant looking for the master who taught him his trade. She questions him about his trade. He replies: “For example, to lift up a castle if it were surrounded by men attacking it and full of men defending it. Or to walk on a lake without getting one’s feet wet, or to make a river run where none has ever been seen. . . .” Most interested, Vivian promises Merlin her love f he reveals some of his tricks. Merlin takes a rod and strikes the fountain with it. Immediately knights and ladies appear, going in and out of a magnificent castle. The celebration continues for a long time. In the evening, Merlin makes everything he has created disappear except, at Vivian’s entreaty, a beautiful orchard called “Haven of Joy.” And before leaving her, he teaches her some of his tricks.

Merlin returns to the court of Arthur, who has defeated the Saxons, and in disguise, speaks to the king as follows: “King, it is up to you to create a new knighthood. God has decided that a fellowship will be established around you.” This fellowship will be symbolized by a round table “to signify that of all those who sit there no one will have precedence.” Thanks to this sacred company, “great benefits and great marvels will come to this kingdom.” But, “to the right of my lord the king will always remain an empty place in memory of Our Lord Jesus Christ: no one will be able to take that place without risking the fate of Moses who was swallowed up by the earth, except for the best knight in the world, who will win the Holy Grail and know its meaning and its truth.” The king agrees, and at once there appears in the middle of the room a round table around which are one hundred and fifty wooden chairs. Arthur’s knights swear to respect the rules of their new fellowship and Merlin, having thus established the Round Table, returns to the forest of Brocéliande.

He rejoins Vivian, to her great joy. But she says to him: “Sweet lovely friend, won’t you teach me some new tricks? For example, how can I make a man sleep without awakening for as long as I wish?” Merlin is no fool. He asks the reason for this request. She replies that it is to put her father to sleep so that she can admit Merlin to her chamber. Merlin refuses, but Vivian continues to repeat her request for seven days. Finally, when they are in the Haven of Joy, Vivian, seeing that Merlin is more amorous than ever, asks him at least how to put a woman to sleep. Merlin teaches her the way “and many other things besides: three words, for example, which she wrote down, whose virtue was that no man could possess hercarnally while she kept those words with her. Thus she armed herself against Merlin himself, for woman is more cunning than the devil. And he could not stop himself from giving in to her always.”

Merlin leaves Vivian regretfully and returns to Arthur’s realm. Disguised as an old man he admonishes Gawain, who is hunting, and sends the king’s nephew to fight in the war against his enemies. A great battle is being fought on Salisbury Plain. Merlin assists the Britons and intervenes in a quarrel between one of the king’s nephews and his seneschal Kay. Then he attends the marriage of Arthur and Guinevere and departs from the court in the company of Kings Ban and Bohort. They pass the night in the castle of Agravadain, where Ban falls in love with the daughter of the lord of the castle. Merlin casts a spell that enables Ban to spend the night with Agravadain’s daughter, who conceives a son—the future Lionel. And the following day, back in his domain of Bénoic, King Ban will conceive with his wife Helen another son, who will be Lancelot of the Lake. Merlin stays with Ban for eight days and then returns to Vivian in Brocéliande.

Vivian takes advantage of this to learn more and more tricks. Always she refuses to give herself to Merlin, taking great care to place the three magic words under her pillow when she goes to sleep. One day he takes her to a lake where the tomb of Faunus, the friend of Diana, is located. He relates to her how Diana, in order to get rid of Faunus, caused his death by treachery so that she would be free to embrace a new lover. At Vivian’s request, Merlin has the most beautiful castle ever seen built for her. Vivian shows her delight. “Merlin was so glad to see her happy that he could not keep himself from showing her several more of his enchantments. In short, he taught her so much that from then on he was considered mad, and still is.44 For, having been instructed well in the seven arts, she wrote down everything.” Finally she asked him: “How could I imprison a man without a tower, walls, or irons in such a way that he could never escape without my consent?” Merlin hesitates, but as this is the only condition Vivian imposes for giving herself to him, he tells her that he will teach her how on his next visit. And he returns to Arthur’s realm.

Merlin appears at the court in different guises. Then he announces that the Holy Grail has been transported to Britain, and that the adventures that will lead a pure and unblemished knight to the hiding place of the sacred vessel will soon begin. Arthur goes to fight the giant Rion. Because of Merlin’s magic, the giants are overcome and Arthur kills their king. A little while later Merlin goes to the king and queen and tells them that he is leaving them forever. They try to keep him, but there is nothing to be done: Merlin takes leave of everyone and departs.

Since he does not return and no one has news of him, Arthur asks his knights to look for him. One day Gawain, the king’s nephew, passes through Brocéliande where certain misadventures befall him. He sees before him “a kind of translucent vapor” and hears a voice speaking to him. He recognizes Merlin’s voice and asks him to become visible. Merlin replies that he cannot, for “there is no tower in the world as strong as the prison of air” in which his lady love has confined him. And he explains to Gawain what has happened to him: “One day as I wandered in the forest with my lady, I fell asleep at the foot of a thorny bush, my head at its center. Then she arose and with her veil made a circle around the bush. When I awoke I found myself on a magnificent bed in the most beautiful and most impenetrable chamber that ever was. ‘Oh, Lady,’ I say to her, ‘you have deceived me. What will become of me now if you do not stay here with me?’ ‘Sweet lovely friend, I will be here often and you will hold me in your arms, for henceforth you will find me available for your pleasure.’ So there is no day or night that I do not have her company. And I am madder than ever, for I love my lady Vivian more than my freedom.” And Gawain returns to Arthur’s court where he reports the news of Merlin’s fate. The king orders the scribes to put these accounts in writing.45

Here is Merlin then, definitively in the forest. That he has chosen his situation deliberately, that this situation is due to insanity or to a mad passion of love in no way changes Merlin’s essential character: he is the madman of the forest, if one takes into account that the concept of madness includes the “mysterious wisdom inspired by the divine essence” as well. For Merlin’s madness is sacred. He is a prophet and a magician. During the same period, at the beginning of the thirteenth century, we see him become the hero of a morality fable which takes the form of a folktale.

THE WICKED DONKEY-DRIVER46

Once there were two brothers who eked out a poor living selling wood that they hauled on a donkey. One day it was so cold that one of them could not cut his wood. Bemoaning his inability to feed his family, he heard a voice coming from the trees, which said: “I am Merlin, a prophet and a seer. I have taken pity on you and am going to show my friendship by making you rich forever.” He made the peasant promise to show charity to the poor and to return to the same place each year to tell him what he had done. Then he showed him a hidden treasure. The wicked man, after having called his benefactor “my lord Merlin,” went home with the gold. In a short time his life changed: he became the rich bourgeois owner of many lands. But at the year’s end he returned to see Merlin, whom he called only “Sir Merlin,” and asked him for more: he wanted to be provost of the town. Merlin granted this to him. The same thing happened each year. The peasant attained a high degree of power; one year he returned to meet Merlin, whom he now called “Merlot,” to inform him that he would ask for nothing more and would henceforth no longer return to speak to his benefactor. But Merlin punished his ingratitude. The peasant lost his entire fortune and was reduced to his former poverty.

But Merlin does not necessarily remain in his forest. Moreover, it is specified in the Lancelot in Prose that he cannot escape from it without Vivian’s consent. We see the old enchanter reappear in other versions of the Arthurian legend in which he actively participates in events that occur in Arthur’s realm. If in the Lancelot Merlin in some way instigates the quest for the Holy Grail, in other texts he is even more involved. Thus in the Huth Merlin,47 which seems to be a quite faithful adaptation of the primitive Merlin of Robert de Boron, the enchanter is the ambiguous witness of the “traitorous blow,” or “dolorous blow” by which the Fisher King will be wounded and the kingdom of the Grail made barren and cursed until the arrival of the good knight who will restore the situation that existed before.

THE HUTH MERLIN

The story relates, with a great many details, the conception and birth of Merlin. Merlin’s mother’s confessor is a priest named Blaise, who becomes Merlin’s companion. Merlin asks him to write an account of the events in which he is involved, as well as the story of the Holy Grail. Everything happens more or less as it does in the Vulgate. However, Arthur, who does not know his own origins, lies with the wife of King Loth of Orkney, already the mother of Gawain, without knowing that she is his half sister. It is Merlin who reveals to him that he is the son of Uther and so has committed incest. He predicts to the king that from this incest a child (Mordret) will be born who will destroy the kingdom. Arthur assembles all the children born at approximately the same time as his incestuous son (for he does not yet know that it is the son of the queen of Orkney) intending to have them slain. But the children are saved. Merlin, who had told Arthur that he was powerless against destiny, arranges for him to be officially recognized as the son of Uther and arranges a “reunion” with his mother Ygern. A young girl belonging to Morgan, the Lady of Avalon, arrives at the court. She carries a sword in her belt and says that only a knight with a pure heart will be able to unfasten this belt. The knight Balin48 passes the test, but against Merlin’s advice lays claim to the sword. Merlin warns him that his act will have disastrous consequences for everyone. He predicts, in fact, that Balin, because of this “sword of the strange clasps,”49 will deliver the “dolorous blow” that will put three kingdoms in “mourning and misery” for thirty years, and will strike the holiest man in the world. Nevertheless Balin, having been obliged to cut off the young girl’s head with the sword, leaves the court and finds himself battling various dangers. One involves a knight accompanied by a maiden. While they are traveling, a javelin hurled by an unknown hand kills the knight and a fragment of it remains in the wound. The maiden pulls out this fragment and takes it away with her. Balin swears that he will avenge her companion, then meets another knight who informs him that the death can be avenged only by the fragment of weapon that the maiden carries. While he is crossing a cemetery, the second knight is killed in his turn. At this moment Merlin appears in disguise and warns Balin that his adversary is a certain Garlan, brother of King Pellehan.50 He immediately advises Balin to renounce his plan of revenge.

Balin, however, ignores Merlin’s advice. Accompanied by the maiden, he comes to a castle where all the young girls must give of their blood to cure a sick lady.51 Balin is separated from the maiden and locked in a dungeon. He manages to escape, finds the maiden, and reaches another castle where he is welcomed. He learns that the son of the lord has been wounded by means of a spell, and that once again it is Garlan who is responsible. Balin asks to be taken to Pellehan’s castle. He eats a meal served by Garlan, then kills him with the javelin fragment. Pellehan rushes to pursue his brother’s murderer. Balin enters a magnificent room where, on a table, a lance52 with its point facing down appears to support itself miraculously in a gold basin. He seizes the lance and strikes Pellehan the castle collapses. A voice announces that the lance has been touched by unworthy hands and that “the adventures will begin.” Merlin then appears in the room, frees Balin, and tells him that his host and the young girl are buried under the ruins. He adds that from now on this kingdom will be called “the Waste Land.” Balin dies in his turn, for Merlin can do nothing to save him.

Merlin returns to King Arthur’s court. A beautiful young woman arrives at the head of a troop of hunters. She is the daughter of a king and her name is Nivieme or Vivian. She is warmly welcomed by the king, hut Merlin falls hopelessly in love with her and does not leave her side. Although she is afraid of him because he is a child of the devil, she profits from the situation to learn the “tricks” known to him. She proves to be a very good pupil but always refuses Merlin, knowing well “that he is only after her maidenhood.” One day she decides to return to her home in Little Britain. Merlin determines to accompany her, and Vivian does not know how to rid herself of him.

In Little Britain they enter a land called “En Val” where the Lake of Diana is located. Merlin tells Vivian the tragic story of Diana and Faunus. To gratfy Vivian’s wish, Merlin has a magnificent castle built that he renders invisible to anyone outside it.53 Then they go to the country of King Ban of Bénoic. Merlin predicts the magnificent destiny of the young son of Ban and Queen Helen, the future Lancelot, and Vivian never tires of playing with the beautiful child.54 They then pass through the Perilous Forest. Merlin shows Vivian a splendid grotto that contains the tomb of two lovers who lived completely cloistered there. At Vivian’s request, he lifts the gravestone by means of his magic, for the slab cannot be raised by human force. Vivian says that she wants to sleep with Merlin in this subterranean chamber, but when Merlin is asleep she casts a spell on him so that he can no longer react. She summons her people and wondershow to make the old enchanter disappear. Someone suggests killing him, but she refuses. She has Merlin lowered into the tomb and, as she knows all of the enchanter’s spells, replaces the slab so that no one can raise it again. Then she leaves the grotto. Four days later King Baudemagu enters the grotto and, hearing Merlin’s lament, wants to raise up the slab. But Merlin recounts what has happened and tells him his efforts are useless. “Neither you nor I nor anyone can lift this stone. Only she who imprisoned me here can do it.” It is the last time that Merlin speaks to a human being, his brait (cry) is heard throughout the kingdom and gives rise to many marvels.55

It is in the text that we now know as the Didot Perceval that Merlin plays an important and original role compared to previous accounts. Here we are in the midst of the quest for the Holy Grail, and the enchanter is in no way Vivian’s prisoner. The Didot Perceval appears to be a prose adaptation of the lost Perceval of Robert de Boron, adapted by him, perhaps, but augmented and altered by other authors. In any case it is a tradition different from the one used by Chrétien and by the unknown author of The Quest for the Holy Grail.

THE DIDOT PERCEVAL

Before his death, Alain, Perceval’s father, is informed by the Holy Spirit that his son will become the Grail King. He advises Perceval to go to the court of King Arthur, which the young man does. He is named a knight by Arthur and participates in the renewal of the Round Table that is celebrated upon Merlin’s recommendation. Perceval wants to try to sit upon the Perilous Seat. The stone then splits under him, a cry issues from the earth, and night falls upon the land.56 A voice is heard, reproaching King Arthur for having tolerated this sacrilege. For now King Bron, or the Fisher King, Perceval’s grandfather, has fallen into listlessness.57 King Bron will not get well nor the stone be made whole until one of the knights seated at this table succeeds in reaching the castle of the Fisher King and posing some questions concerning the Holy Grail. Naturally, all the knights leave on the quest.

Perceval has many adventures and meets his sister, who tells him that his mother has died. He encounters Merlin, disguised as a woodcutter, who reminds him that he should not hesitate to ask questions about the Grail. But when Perceval finally reaches the castle of the Fisher King and is present at the celebrated procession so often described since Chrétien de Troyes, he dares not speak. When he awakens the following morning the castle is completely deserted. For seven years Perceval wanders the forests. One day, thanks to Merlin, still disguised as a woodcutter, he rediscovers the road leading to the Fisher King’s castle. This time he asks the expected questions and the king is cured. Three days later, having entrusted the monarchy of the Grail to Perceval, the king dies. At the same moment, when all the knights of the quest are together at the Round Table, a terrible noise is heard and the stone of the Perilous Seat is joined again. Accompanied by his master Blaise,58 Merlin goes to the castle of the Grail.


It is the end of enchantments but not of Arthur’s troubles, he must go on an expedition to the continent. During his absence his nephew Mordret assumes power. Arthur does battle with his nephew and pursues him to Ireland. In killing Mordret Arthur is wounded himself. He is taken to the isle of Avalon by his sister Morgan in order to recover and return one day to reunite Britain. Perceval, still king of the Grail, mourns his departed friends and spends his life praying for them. As for Merlin, he builds a house in the forest near the castle of the Grail with Blaise, who writes down the adventures of the Round Table and the Grail and is the alleged author of the narrative. It is here that Merlin will prophesy all that God will ask him to reveal.

We seem to have come full circle; the Didot Perceval puts a kind of period not only to the adventures of the knights of the Round Table, but also to those of Merlin. Nevertheless, medieval writers elaborated on this literary theme and often inserted into their narratives episodes that they discovered in oral or written traditions unknown to us. Thus, around the year 1470, a knight by the name of Sir Thomas Malory, who was not a writer but who had distinguished himself during the Wars of the Roses, undertook to translate—or rather, to adapt—into English the huge Lancelot in Prose. This work, titled Le Morte d’Arthur, was printed in 1485.

In fact it was neither a translation nor an adaptation but a compilation. For Malory does not use only Lancelot. Well informed about the Arthurian legend, he takes a little from wherever he finds interesting details and anecdotes not found in the principal source. Thus he deliberately includes Tristan among the Arthurian knights even though the Tristan legend (despite some later episodes) is totally outside the Round Table cycle. It is true that Chrétien de Troyes had done the same thing by introducing Lancelot of the Lake, as did Geoffrey of Monmouth by bringing in Merlin. Also, Malory knows the tradition of Robert de Boron and uses it freely to clarify certain obscure points, especially concerning Arthur’s magic sword. Finally, thanks to insular sources, he gives us an unexpected conclusion to Merlin’s story. This work, dense and crowded, rich in variegated episodes and extraordinary incidents involving the most diverse characters, is an important element in our understanding of the legends of Arthur and Merlin. Constantly republished in England, where it is a classic, it constitutes the essential basis by which Anglo-Saxons came to know of the adventures of King Arthur and the knights of the Round Table.

LE MORTE D’ARTHUR

The story begins the moment Uther Pendragon falls in love with the beautiful Ygern (Ygraine), wife of the duke of Cornwall. Merlin promises to help Uther on the condition that Uther bestow a gift on him.59 When the king has sworn to do so, Merlin says to him: “You will sire a son tonight when you lie with Ygern. You must entrust this child to my care as soon as he is born.” Everything happens as in the other versions. The child Arthur is given to Merlin, who entrusts him to a certain Hector (Antor), who already has a son named Kay. Two years later Uther falls gravely ill and his enemies take advantage of the situation to attack him. Merlin has the king carried on a stretcher to the field of combat. The Britons are victorious, but Uther grows sicker. Then Merlin gathers the nobles around Uther and tells him that his son will become king in four days.

Uther Pendragon dies. Many barons would like to become king. Merlin asks the archbishop of Canterbury to summon them all to the great church of London on Christmas Day. When the barons leave the church they see the famous sword and everything happens as in the other versions,60 except that no one knows that Arthur is Uther’s son. In the end Arthur wins out over the recalcitrant barons and, together with Kings Bors and Ban, fights various enemies. Thanks to Merlin, the war ends in victory for the Britons.

“Then Merlin took leave of Arthur and the two kings and went to find his master Blaise, who lived in Northumberland. He rejoined his master, who was very glad to see him. Merlin described to him how Arthur and the two kings acted during the great battle, and how it ended. He mentions the name of every knight worthy of praise. It is thus that Blaise wrote the account of the battle word for word as told to him by Merlin.61 Afterwards, he left. . . . “King Arthur is at Bedegraine’s castle in Sherwood Forest. Merlin goes to find him, but in disguise: “He was clad in the skins of black sheep with a pair of great shoes, a bow, arrows, a red wig, and he carried wild geese in his hand. It was the morning of Candlemas.”62

Merlin claims his gift from the king. The king agrees. Then Merlin says: “You would do better to offer me a gift that is not in your hand rather than losing great riches. For, mark it well, where a great battle took place there is a great treasure hidden in the earth.” Arthur is amazed by the rustic’s story, but the knights recognize Merlin and all burst into laughter. One day the knight Pellinor fails to recognize the king, who is alone, and seizes his horse. Arthur, greatly embarrassed, is joined by Merlin—now disguised as an old man—who tells him that he is the son of King Uther Pendragon, which Arthur did not know. Naturally, the king does not want to believe it. Merlin goes away and soon returns disguised as a young man. He tells him the same thing. Finally he makes himself known and Arthur begins to believe him. But when Merlin tells him that he will perish in battle, he is distressed. Merlin replies: “It is not unusual, for it is God’s will that your body be punished for your bad deeds. But I have the right to be distressed, for I must die a shameful death whereas you will have a glorious death.”

A little later Merlin saves Arthur, who is fighting with Pellinor, by casting a spell on the latter. Pellinor falls asleep, and the two depart. An essential episode follows that is found only in Malory’s version.

“Arthur says, ‘But I have no sword. . . .’ ‘It doesn’t matter,’ says Merlin, ‘there is a sword here that will be yours.’ They come to a large, beautiful lake, in the middle of which Arthur sees an arm clothed in very fine white silk. The hand that emerged from the sleeve held a beautiful sword. ‘There,’ Merlin says, ‘is the sword of which I spoke.’ Then they see a maiden coming toward the lake. ‘Who is this maiden?’ Arthur asks. ‘She is the Lady of the Lake,’ Merlin says, and in this lake is a rock and in this rock there is a place like no other on earth, nor is there any richer,63 but this maiden will come to you. Speak nicely to her so that she will give you the sword.’ The maiden comes up to Arthur and greets him. He replies to her greeting. ‘Maiden,’ Arthur says, ‘what is this sword that an arm is holding above the water? I would like it to be mine, for I have none.’ ‘My lord King Arthur,’ the maiden says, ‘that sword is mine, and if you will grant me a gift upon my request, it is yours.’ ‘By my faith,’ Arthur says, ‘I will grant you the gift that you will ask of me.’ ‘Good,’ the maiden replies, ‘take this boat and row yourself to the sword. Take it, along with the scabbard, and I will ask you for a gift in my own time.’ Arthur and Merlin tied their horses to a tree and embarked in the boat. They came to the sword held by the hand. Arthur grasped it by the hilt and pulled it out. The hand and arm then disappeared beneath the water.”64

A little later Merlin asks Arthur: “‘Which do you prefer, the sword or the scabbard?’ ‘I prefer the sword,’ Arthur says. ‘Then you are not a wise man,’ Merlin says, ‘for the scabbard is worth ten swords: as long as you carry this scabbard with you, you will never bleed if, by misfortune, you are wounded.’”65

One day when Arthur is in his castle a maiden conies to him. She is wearing a sword as if she were a man. She asks for a brave knight above reproach to remove the sword from its scabbard. Arthur tries unsuccessfully. Other barons try also but are no more fortunate. Then a poor knight named Balin succeeds in removing the sword from the scabbard. He claims it for himself, but the maiden tells him that he was wrong to do so, since with it he will slay his best friend, and this very sword will be the cause of his own destruction.66 Several days later the Lady of the Lake arrives and asks Arthur for the promised gift: “Balin’s head, or the head of the maiden who brought the sword.” Arthur refuses. Balin, informed of what is going on, beheads the Lady of the Lake.67 Furious, Arthur drives him away. He flees but is pursued by the knight Lanceor, whom he kills. He meets his brother Balan68 and they both go to the court of King Mark, where they are joined by Merlin in disguise; he prophesies that the two best knights of the world will be Lancelot and Tristan. He also tells Balin that he will wound the most genuine of knights and the most respectable of men and that, because of this grievous blow, three kingdoms will fall into deep poverty, misery, and distress for twelve years. Indeed, Balin slays Garlon, the brother of Pellam the Fisher King, who pursues him into the castle. Balin seizes the wonderful lance and wounds Pellam, the castle collapses and Balin is buried under the ruins. After Merlin frees him, Balin wanders off again. He and his brother meet without recognition and kill each other. Merlin buries them both in the same grave and puts Balin’s precious sword in a safe place.69 However, Merlin has fallen madly in love with Nimue, one of the Ladies of the Lake. “Merlin gave her no rest; he wanted to be with her constantly. At first she was kind to him, until she had learned from him all sorts of things that she wanted to know. And Merlin was so besotted with her that he could not live without seeing her. One day Merlin takes his leave of the king and queen, saying that he is going away forever.” The maiden of the Lake had departed, and he followed her wherever she went. In other times he would have obtained her favors by subtle spells, but she had made him swear that he would never cast a spell over her and he had given his word. So she and Merlin traveled by sea to the kingdom of Benwick where King Ban reigned and was waging a great war against King Claudas. “Merlin speaks at length with King Ban and Queen Elaine. He can see the child who will grow to be Lancelot of the Lake, and foretells the exploits of the future best knight in the world. “Soon thereafter the Lady and Merlin left. Merlin showed her wonders as they traveled. They arrived in Cornwall. And always Merlin slept by her side in order to have her maidenhood, but he never succeeded. And the Lady grew less and less tolerant of this. She would have liked to get rid of him, for she was afraid of the fact that he was the son of the devil.70

“Now, one time it happened that Merlin showed her a rock that was a great wonder. Indeed, it was possible, by enchantment, to slide underneath the large stone. Then Nimue, by means of subtle words, convinced Merlin to go under the stone to show her the marvel. He did so, but she was able to make sure that he would never emerge fromunder it despite all of his spells. Then she left, abandoning Merlin.”


This is a most tragic and “shameful” end for Merlin, the wise enchanter victimized by his insane love for a woman who fears and scorns him after having obtained his secrets. There is, however, a distinct difference between this Nimue, selfish and calculating, and the Vivian of the French romances. Vivian was selfish, perhaps, and no doubt anxious for knowledge, but she redeems herself by the single-minded love that leads her to confine Merlin in order to keep him for herself. If Nimue is a cold woman, Vivian is a woman in love. Thomas Malory is the only one to report this conclusion to the love affair between Merlin and the Lady of the Lake. Where does this version come from? Is it Malory’s invention? Is it one of the versions of the legend that was current in Great Britain during this period? We will never know. What should be noted, nonetheless, is the clearly antifeminist spirit that animates Malory’s work. We are surely no longer in the courtly era when the Lady simultaneously represented sovereignty and material, spiritual, and moral perfection. One has the impression, in reading Le Morte d’Arthur, that all women, especially fairies, are frightful bitches: indeed, Nimue is not the only one to behave in this way. Arthur’s sister Morgan, who is said to be the wife of Uryen and the mother of Yvain (Chrétien de Troyes’ Knight of the Lion), several times attempts to kill her brother in order to seize power. She has a lover named Accolon, and for his sake she also tries to kill her husband. And Arthur must struggle amid the worst difficulties because of a false Guinevere who is seeking to diminish his power. Women, who in the early Arthurian romances were initiators, following the Celtic model, have become castrators. It is a sign of the times.

Merlin, however, continues to haunt the imagination, especially in Great Britain. He is taken over both by the English (who make him an English seer) and by the Welsh, who regard him as a symbol of their resistance to Anglo-Saxon might. And the prophecies attributed to him are studied and copiously annotated. It is in this spirit that one Elis Gruffud, who is known to have been one of the participants in the Camp of the Cloth of Gold at Calais in 1520, writes a curious text in Welsh, Myrddin Wyllt (Merlin the Wild Man), in which he revives the prophet of the Vita Merlini in the company of his sister Gwendydd.71 This little-known text deserves to be studied, for it explains the state of mind with which the Welsh intellectuals of the sixteenth century regarded the heroes of their national legend.


MERLIN THE WILD MAN

In the land of Nanconwy a man by the name of Morvryn has two children: Gwendydd, a girl, and Myrddin, a boy. The latter is of unstable mind, he has periods of total madness and periods when his sanity returns. When he is reasonable, he gives voice to prophecies, but only before his sister Gwendydd. He does not live in a house but frequents the woods, where he lives in caves or in shelters he builds out of foliage. It is Gwendydd who brings him food and drink. One day Gwendydd, who has just had several dreams, wants Myrddin to explain them. She begins by placing food and drink near Myrddin’s hut. He eats and drinks, and comments upon the nourishment he has just consumed. In addition, he delivers a violent diatribe against wine and mead, which are harmful and deprive the wise man of his reason. Only milk and water find favor in Myrddin’s eyes, and one has the impression of listening to a lecture during a meeting of the temperance league. Then Gwendydd asks him to interpret her dreams. Since they are all symbols of the misfortunes of a Britain invaded by the Saxons, we rediscover here the favorite themes of the prophecies dealt with by Geoffrey. One of the dreams, moreover, is characteristic: it is about a field with piles of pebbles. People take the stones from the small piles to place them on the large piles. Myrddin interprets the dream as proof that commoners (the small piles) are exploited for the profit of the nobles and the bourgeoisie (the large piles). In another dream men with axes are cutting a magnificent grove of alders. But from the felled alders spring yew trees. Myrddin interprets the woodcutters as invaders, the grove of alders as the island of Britain, the yew trees as the new generation that will restore its country’s power. Finally, these prophecies are songs of hope for a new, free Britain.

In Wales the revival of the theme of Merlin could only be political. In France it emerged from a very different state of mind. It must not be forgotten that the sixteenth century never disowned the old traditions of its rural origins. Rabelais, who embellished his work with multiple anecdotes or reflections borrowed from everything he had heard recounted in his travels throughout France, particularly in Touraine and Poitou, is a striking example of this. And we know that Gargantua is a folkloric figure, the image of an ancient Celtic giant god, in the same way that Pantagruel is a traditional devil of the medieval popular theater. The writer simply revived very old characters and themes to recast them according to the taste of the day and to express his own ideas about the world and life.

Specifically, what made Rabelais decide to write his Pantagruel was the publication in 1532 of an anonymous work about the giant Gargantua. This work offers the oldest literary version of the legend and, curiously, it is closely linked to the theme of Merlin. For just as Merlin participates in the quest for the Grail at least in some way in certain Arthurian romances of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, in this minor epic he is at once involved with the adventures of Gargantua, whom he has, in fact, truly created, and with those of King Arthur.

THE REAL GARGANTUA

“In the time of King Arthur there was a great philosopher named Merlin, who was more learned in the art of necromancy than anyone else in the world, and who never ceased to be of help to the nobility, from whom he earned for his feats the right to be called prince of the necromancers. This Merlin accomplished great marvels difficult to believe in by those who had not seen them. Merlin was an important adviser to King Arthur, and all the requests he made in the court of that king were granted, whether they were for him or for others. He kept the king and several of his barons and gentlemen safe from great perils and dangers. . . . .” Now one day Merlin tells the king: “Beloved and magnanimous prince, be advised that you will have many troubles with your enemies. I wish to remedy this, if you please, since I am at your service and will not always be able to be so because I will be deceived and detained by women. But be assured that so long as I remain free I will protect you from the hand of your enemies.”

Then Merlin, who “knew all things, meaning that he knew the past through his arts and the future by the will of God,” takes leave of the king. He goes to the top of a high mountain. “He carried a phial of Lancelot’s blood that he had collected from his wounds after he had jousted with a knight, and also the fingernail clippings of the beautiful Guinevere, King Arthur’s wife.” Merlin causes an anvil of steel as big as a tower to be built, along with three enormous hammers. Then “he had the bones of a male whale72 brought to him, sprinkled them with blood from the aforementioned phial, and placed them on the anvil. These bones were rapidly crushed and reduced to powder. And so, from the heat of the sun, the anvil and the hammers, the father of Gargantua was begotten. Afterward Merlin had the bones of a female whale brought and he mingled them with the queen’s nail clippings.” Thus is Gargantua’s mother created. Finally, Merlin creates an enormous mare from a carcass he found on the mountain.

Merlin wakes the two giants and sends them to look for the mare. Grandgousier and Gargamelle73 obey, but since they are naked, they are overcome with desire and copulate. When they return, Merlin says to them: “You have conceived a son who will perform great feats of arms and will aid King Arthur against his enemies.” He then says that he is going to leave them and advises them to bring their son, when he has reached the age of seven, to the court of King Arthur in Great Britain. So Gargamelle gives birth to a son and Grandgousier names him Gargantua, “which is a Greek verb, meaning you have a beautiful son.”74

When Gargantua is seven years old his parents take him to Great Britain. They go by way of Beauce, where the mare knocks down all the trees of the forest situated there,75 and by way of Mont Saint-Michel. In fact, Grandgousier and Gargamelle have each brought a large rock: this is the origin of the Mont and of Tombelaine.76 But Grandgousier and Gargamelle die as the result of a purge. Gargantua does not know what to do. Merlin arrives, buries the parents, and asks Gargantua to fetch the mare. But when the animal sees the ocean, she takes fright and flees. Merlin then summons a cloud that takes both of them to Great Britain. He announces to King Arthur that he has brought him a person powerful enough to “put to death all of his enemies if they were assembled in an army.” Arthur and his companions approach Gargantua on the shore where Merlin has left him and Arthur asks Gargantua if he is willing to fight for him. Gargantua accepts and requests that an iron club sixty feet in length be made for him. The club is made according to Merlin’s instructions. Then they all go to the enemy camp of the armies of Gog and Magog, who combat them by hurling rough-hewn stones. Gargantua destroys them all. After the celebrations and rejoicings, Arthur orders Gargantua to lead an army against the Dutch. Merlin dispatches him with two thousand men in a magic cloud. The battle is terrible, but of course Gargantua is the victor. He leads his army back to the shore where they are awaited by Merlin, who returns them all to Great Britain by the same means.

And so, through the imagination of a sixteenth-century author, the theme of Merlin is linked with that of Gargantua. Basically, it is a simple return to the source, since Merlin and Gargantua both belong to Celtic mythology. But afterward the magician-seer will have a long sleep. It is as if Vivian had confined him for good in the forest of Brocéliande. For the days of Celtic magic are gone. If in the nineteenth century Merlin’s face reappears in historical or literary studies like a kind of dusty ghost, it is only the better to bury him in his leafy tomb. He has truly become Apollinaire’s “decaying enchanter.”

Even the popular oral tradition will lose its track and its name. In his Barzaz-Breiz Hersart de la Villemarqué will introduce in vain poetic fragments about Merlin that he claims to have heard sung by peasants, for the book will quickly be revealed as a fraud.77 And if the name of Merlin sometimes appears in a folktale it is completely by chance, because Merlin’s name still means something.78 The inhabitants of Brocéliande, that is, the forest of Paimpont in Brittany, know Merlin only through what they hear about him from tourists, and if his gravesite is pointed out in the middle of this forest79 it is because one day a scholar decided where it was on his own authority. But therein lies Merlin’s charm: to make us forget that he exists when he is present in each of us.
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